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CRIMINAL JUSTICE REFORM IN MISSOURI 
EMILY STAHLY* 
INTRODUCTION 
While Missouri recently adopted reforms to our criminal justice system, 
such as raising the age of criminal responsibility from seventeen to eighteen 
years old and improving our drug treatment courts, policymakers would be wise 
to continue pursuing changes that will keep Missourians safer, use tax dollars 
more effectively, and protect individual rights and liberty.1 When considering 
current problems and potential solutions, pursuing new policies requires 
balance, transparency, and constant measurement and evaluation to ensure that 
they achieve their objectives. 
I.  TRENDS IN MISSOURI’S CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 
Currently, the criminal justice system is not keeping Missourians safe, and 
it will become costlier for the state unless we find effective ways of reducing 
crime and recidivism. Missouri’s incarceration rate ranks eighth in the nation, 
and we have the second fastest growing female prison population in the 
country.2 Moreover, the violent crime rate has increased from 433 incidents per 
100,000 residents in 2013 to 530 incidents in 2017, giving Missouri the seventh-
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highest violent crime rate among the states.3 As a consequence of our growing 
prison population, the Missouri Justice Reinvestment Task Force predicts that 
Missouri will need to build two new prisons at a cost of nearly half a billion 
dollars if current trends in incarceration rates continue.4 
Prison admission data from the Missouri Department of Corrections 
suggests that Missouri could improve in treating and reintegrating offenders, 
thus making our communities safer. In fiscal year 2016, only fifteen percent of 
prison admissions were for new sentences and over fifty percent of all prison 
admissions were supervision revocations, half of which were for technical 
violations such as missing an appointment with a supervision officer or not 
attending treatment.5 
Additionally, thirty-five percent of prison admissions were for prisoners to 
receive treatment for addiction or mental health issues because their home 
county did not have a treatment program.6 Those who received prison-based 
treatment, however, were nearly as likely to reoffend as those who were assessed 
as needing treatment but received none.7  
II.  OPPORTUNITIES FOR REFORM 
There are several potential areas of reform. Expanding and improving 
community-based treatment programs for drug abuse and mental health 
problems and removing employment barriers to ex-offenders could help reduce 
recidivism. Reforming mandatory minimum sentencing laws to give judges 
more discretion over whether the prescribed sentence or an alternative like 
rehabilitation would be more appropriate for a particular offender is also worth 
considering. 
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CONCLUSION 
When faced with a similar challenge in Texas—spend $2 billion on new 
prisons or curb incarceration rates—the legislature decided to invest $241 
million in reforms instead.8 Now Texas is closing facilities that are no longer 
needed, and crime rates fell twenty-six percent between 2007 and 2014.9 With 
our prisons already over capacity and the violent crime rate climbing, there is a 
pressing need for sensible reforms that better protect our communities and 
taxpayers. 
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